RUPTURE

Wherever you looked, war was either threatened or in being, where
ever you looked there was menace, experiments on explosives an<
improvements in engines of war.

"When nations exhaust themselves in the manufacture of arms/' sai<
Simon, thinking aloud, "they invariably nurse the absurd illusion tha
they will not have to use them,, while it is in fact the very weight o
their arms that drags them down to death."

His secretary had taken the sentence down in shorthand.

"Is that part of your speech, Monsieur le Ministre?" she asked.

He raised his head in surprise and looked at Madame Desesquelles
He was ki process of composing the Opposition's speech, accusing him
self to himself.

What had he, Simon, the elected of the victorious nation of 1919
ever done to oppose this war "that was never to happen again" bu
which, in fact, had never ceased upon the planet for an instant anc
whose vice was closing its jaws day by day more tightly about the
country and the empire? Had he ever raised his voice in protest, hac
he ever warned his audience, had he ever made use of his prestige, hac
he ever had the courage to resign from a post and refuse to be ar
accomplice of disaster?

For a moment he was tempted to say all this on the morrow, to throu
this bomb at the National Congress of his party. But was he to re-
nounce, so as to relieve his conscience and relieve one conscience-
stricken moment, ten years of public life? And to achieve what end,
reach what conclusion? Propose what solution?

From whom could he ask counsel in his dilemma? He no longer had
seniors, only rivals.

"Madame Desesquelles," he said, "what would you think of me if
war were to break out?"

"I should think, Monsieur le Ministre, that you had done everything
possible to prevent it," she replied.

She turned pale.

"Do you really think..." she asked.

"No, no, certainly not. I was merely thinking," said Simon quickly.

"What a great man," thought Madame Desesquelles, "to consider
such grave matters before making a speech. The people who listen to
him have no idea..."

And at the same time Simon was thinking: "That's the problem:
either drive them to despair, or reassure them with lies ..."

At that moment the telephone rang. Madame Desesquelles picked up
the receiver. *

"It's Mademoiselle Dual," she said, putting her hand ow the
mouthpiece.

With a gesture of impatience Simon took the receiver from ter,
Sylvaine's voice was making the metal diaphragm crackle.
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